Drinking Cultures and the Position of Women in Nine European Countries.
Nine European countries involved in the Biomed Project "Alcohol Consumption and Alcohol Problems Among Women in European Countries" are described in relation to sociodemographic characteristics and drinking patterns. The populations of the nine countries, especially women, have become much older during the period 1950-1995. Also, women tend to have fewer children, and at an older age, so that the percentage of the younger age groups is decreasing. If we connect this to the fact that women now are more a part of the labor force than before, we might infer that the observed decrease in gender difference in alcohol use is to be explained in relation to economic factors. In terms of drinking patterns, a broad division can be made between two wide regions: (a) the northern dry area, where beer is the leading beverage, consumed on weekends and outside mealtimes; and (b) the southern, or Mediterranean, wet area, where wine is the main beverage, usually drunk at meals. However, the dispersion in alcohol consumption found among the study countries in 1961 declined considerably by 1997. In this respect, European countries are getting more similar, so that we may consider this phenomenon a "convergence" of alcohol drinking in Europe. More generally, changes from a more traditional drinking pattern to a novel one from another country may be due to several factors, one of which is the increasing relevance of women in the drinking context. On the treatment side, such a relevance is nowadays visible through the better availability of both health services and nonstatutory organizations to take care of women affected with alcohol-related problems.